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Peter Forster
Tom	 Torrance’s	 name	 will	 probably	 be	 recalled	 in	 the	 history	 of	
theology	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 title	 of	 the	 book	 by	which	 he	was	 best	
known	 during	 his	 career:	 Theological Science.	Alongside	 this	 one	
needs	 to	put	 his	 role	 in	 founding	 the	Scottish Journal of Theology,	
and	of	editing	the	English	translation	of	the	Church Dogmatics,	but	it	
can	be	assumed	that	his	award	of	a	Fellowship	of	the	British	Academy	





that	 these	articles	could	be	a	 little	repetitious,	and	I	 looked	forward	
to	more	writing	 upon	 the	 substantial	 themes	 of	Christian	Doctrine.	
Such	thoughts	remain	with	me,	to	a	degree,	and	I	warmly	welcome	the	
publication	of	Tom	Torrance’s	 central	 course	 in	Christian	Doctrine,	
which	I	only	partly	heard	at	first	hand,	because	of	the	leave	of	absence	
which	he	 took	 from	 the	University,	when	he	was	Moderator	 of	 the	
General	Assembly.	This	new	book	is	a	superb	addition	to	his	published	
writings.






remember	TF	remarking	 to	me	 that	Michael	Polanyi	had	found	 it	a	
difficult	book,	and	more	recently	Sir	Bernard	Lovell,	a	long-standing	
resident	 and	 church	 organist	 in	 my	 diocese,	 has	 said	 the	 same	 to	
me.	They	did	not	find	 the	book	difficult	 because	 the	 argument	was	
intrinsically	 hard	 to	 follow	 –	 they	 were	 among	 the	 most	 brilliant	
T
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earlier.	 Strangely,	 despite	 the	 general	 addling	 of	 my	 brain	 through	
age	and	the	neglect	of	intellectual	activity	which	is	a	bishop’s	lot,	I	

















rhyme	 ‘Jesus	 loves	me	 this	 I	know,	 for	 the	Bible	 tells	me	so’.	 It	 is	
easy	 to	 forget	 that	 it	was	only	as	a	 teenager	 that	he	 left	China,	and	
the	mission	 school	 in	which	 he	 had	 been	 educated,	 for	 the	 critical	
fleshpots	of	Europe.	For	Tom	Torrance,	belief	in	God	was	as	natural	
an	 assumption	 as	 the	 belief	 which	 today’s	 scientists	 have	 that	 the	
world	of	nature	is	open	to	rational	investigation:	that	if	an	experiment	








intellectual	energy,	 in	Theological Science.	The	book	ends	with	 the	
trenchant	statement	–	the	word	‘claim’	would	seem	too	weak:
It	 must	 not	 be	 forgotten	 that	 the	 sole	 Object	 of	 dogmatic	













[…]	visible	and	 invisible,	 audible	and	 inaudible,	 earthly	and	






event	 to	which	nevertheless	 the	Truth	 is	 infinitely	 transcendent’	 (p.	
149).	Knowledge	of	the	Truth	of	Revelation	therefore	needs	to	take	
the	form	which	the	Truth	itself	dictates:




as	 eternal	 and	 historical,	 as	 the	movement	 of	 the	 eternal	 in	
time,	 a	movement	 that	 takes	 our	 time	 seriously,	 and	 has	 for	
ever	taken	it	up,	sanctified	and	healed,	into	union	with	itself.	
(p.	152)
In	 the	 New	 College	 Dogmatics	 course,	 as	 in	 Theological Science	
itself,	 Kierkegaard’s	Philosophical Fragments	 was	 used	 to	 support	
this	historico-transcendent	view	of	the	true	object	–	and	subject	–	of	
theology.	 Elsewhere	Torrance	 speaks	 of	 the	 two-fold	 objectivity	 of	
God,	the	ultimate	objectivity	of	God	who	comes	to	us	clothed	in	his	
proximate	 objectivity,	making	 himself	 known	 only	 as	 he	 stoops	 to	

































Oxford	 scientists	 today,	 would	 have	 been	 atheism	 or	 agnosticism.	
Agnosticism	is	hardly	an	answer	at	all,	and	atheism	appeared	to	me	
to	be	 intrinsically	unlikely.	To	 look	at	 our	world,	 and	 the	universe,	
in	all	its	splendour,	complexity,	and	evident	rationality	and	conclude	
that	 there	was	no	ultimate	explanation	of	 it,	and	source	of	meaning	
outside	 the	 universe	 itself	 just	 seemed	 unlikely.	 I	 have	 sometimes	
put	it	as	follows,	especially	when	I	have	had	the	opportunity	to	talk	





An	 alternative	 to	 atheism	 or	 agnosticism	 would	 have	 been	 a	
conventional	or	deistic	belief	 that	 the	world	had	 a	 creator,	who	we	
might	be	able	to	some	degree	to	know,	but	who	remained	essentially	














the	 final	 conquest	 of	 death	 itself	 in	 the	Resurrection.	At	 one	 level,	
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this	was	 absurd	 and	unbelievable,	 just	 as	 the	 educated	despisers	 of	
Christianity	 had	 asserted	 in	 the	 early	 patristic	 centuries.	To	 them	–	





in	 its	classical	 form	made	more	 ‘sense’	 to	me	 than	either	 the	belief	
that	there	is	no	God,	or	the	belief	that	there	is	a	conventional,	deistic,	
distant	or	for	that	matter	immanent	God.	It	made	more	sense	because	














needs	 to	 acknowledge	 its	 counter-intuitive,	 mysterious	 aspect,	 its	
foolishness	 to	 the	Greeks,	 and	 as	 a	 consequence	 treat	 gently	 those	







The	 second	 reason	 for	my	much	easier	 adoption	of	 the	position	
advocated	 in	 Theological Science	 relates	 more	 directly	 to	 my	
experience	in	Christian	ministry,	and	especially	to	the	last	dozen	years	


























told	 that	God	 shows	 no	 partiality,	 but	we	 have	 too	 easily	 confined	














is	no	hubristic	or	fideistic	arrogance,	but	 the	basis	 for	all	 reflection	
upon	the	science	of	the	logic	of	God,	which	is	theology.	As	I	re-read	









physics	 from	Newton	 to	 Einstein,	 and	 subsequent	 developments	 in	
the	thermodynamics	of	open	systems,	so-called	chaos	theory.	I	have	
always	 regarded	his	 argument	 as	basically	 sound,	 and	 I	have	never	
doubted	that	Tom	Torrance	had	acquired	an	impressive	understanding	













to	each	other,	held	 together	by	 the	 invariance	of	 the	speed	of	 light.	
Modern	cosmology,	Big	Bang	and	all,	is	an	outworking	of	Einstein’s	





The	area	 in	which	I	 found	Torrance’s	 insights	here	most	helpful	
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was	in	his	restatement	of	some	fundamental	aspects	of	incarnational	





physics	 cannot	 be	 understood	 apart	 from	 a	 holistic	 understanding	












attempts	 to	 relate	 God’s	 presence	 extrinsically	 to	 pre-conceived	
understandings	of	history	or	nature	would	 inevitably	end	 in	 serious	
error.	An	 interesting	 example	 is	 provided	 by	Newton	 himself,	who	
wrote	extensively	upon	theological	issues.	He	sided	with	Arius	against	
Athanasius	because	 in	a	Newtonian	scheme	it	was	easier	 to	see	 the	
incarnate	Christ	as	created.	In	a	similar	way,	Torrance	was	reluctant	
to	think	that	the	atonement	could	be	understood	by	reference	to	one	




brought	 Tom	Torrance	 into	 a	 rather	 sharp	 conflict	 with	 some	New	
College	students,	and	regrettably	soured	his	relationship	with	Scottish	
conservative	evangelicalism	 in	general.	Later	 in	his	 life,	 thankfully,	
these	relationships	saw	a	measure	of	healing.
Tom	 Torrance	 drew	 an	 interesting	 analogy	 between	 the	 role	
















Lord’s	 Supper	 to	 the	 presence	 of	God	 to	 all	 times	 and	 places.	Yet,	
despite	 what	 I	 have	 come	 to	 regard	 as	 certain	 limitations	 in	 Tom	














Einstein’s	account	of	 the	 role	of	 intuition	 in	scientific	discovery	
was	 taken	 much	 further	 by	 the	 scientist-philosopher	 Michael	
Polanyi.	 Torrance	 and	 Polanyi	 became	 good	 friends,	 and	 Torrance	
was	appointed	by	Polanyi	 to	be	his	 literary	executor.	Again,	by	my	
judgement	 Torrance	made	 creative	 and	 fair	 use	 of	 Polanyi’s	 work,	
and	 helped	 to	 express	Polanyi’s	 thought	 in	 a	 rather	 clearer	 relation	
to	 other	 philosophers	 of	 science	 than	 Polanyi	 himself	 was	 able	 to	
do.	 I	 regard	 Tom	Torrance’s	 essay	 “The	 Place	 of	Michael	 Polanyi	
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in	the	Modern	Philosophy	of	Science”2	as	among	his	most	brilliant.	
Just	 as	Torrance	 himself	 regarded	 theology	 as	 the	 extension	 of	 the	









linked	 to	 the	God	 in	whom	we	 live	 and	move	and	have	our	being,	
whose	knowledge	of	us	precedes	and	establishes	our	knowledge	of	
him.
Michael	 Polanyi	 chose	 to	 establish	 his	 philosophy	 without	 any	





upon	a	non-foundational	 act	of	perception	or	 recognition,	 the	more	
open	one	needs	to	be	to	the	possible	falsehood	of	that	original	intuition,	







those	with	whom	 he	 disagreed	 should	 not	 be	 overstated,	 and	went	









doctrine	 with	 a	 greater	 certainty	 than	 may	 be	 appropriate.	 ‘Lord	 I	
believe’	always	needs	 the	complementary	 ‘Help	 thou	my	unbelief’.	
The	 tendencies	 to	 over-emphasise	 the	 certainties	 of	 our	 knowledge	
in	science	and	in	theology	is	illustrated	by	his	discussion	of	created	
and	 uncreated	 light	 in	 various	 places,	most	 notably	 in	 a	 chapter	 in	
Christian Theology and Scientific Culture.3	 Here	 he	 leans	 heavily	
upon	the	patristic	use	of	the	concept	of	God	as	light,	but	this	is	a	point	
where	the	Church	Fathers	exhibit	the	limitations	of	their	pre-scientific	
cultural	 setting,	 and	 are	 drawn	 to	 assert	 that	 the	 orderliness	 of	 the	












of	 frequencies	 to	which	 our	 retina	 is	 sensitive.	Other	 animals	 have	
a	different	range,	so	bees	see	what	to	humans	are	white	flowers	in	a	
range	of	‘colours’.	There	may	be	a	certain	analogy	between	created	




I	 choose	 this	 as	 an	 area	 where	 Tom	 Torrance’s	 account	 of	
the	 fundamental	 relationship	 between	 theology	 and	 science	 may	
need	 some	 revision,	 but	 let	me	 end	 by	 emphasising	 again	 his	 very	
considerable,	 and	 to	 a	 large	 degree,	 pioneering	 achievement.	 It	 is	
all	 the	 greater,	 in	 my	 view,	 because	 it	 came	 from	 the	 heart	 of	 his	
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